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Field Notes:

December 2, 2001

The 2002 Farm Bill: What can we expect?
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture – MSU Extension Service
Indications are that we will see a new farm bill in 2002. Whenever we get a new farm
bill, it takes a while for us to understand it. Very often we don’t get used to a farm bill until
another new one is passed. This will likely be the case this time. The 2002 farm bill must
combine policy that will keep agriculture viable, with rural revitalization and responsible care of
the environment. This would be a very big order even if it were not complicated by all the
political considerations that always get caught up in the mix.
Rural communities like ours are in trouble nationwide. The poverty rate in these areas is
much higher than in nearby urban areas. In 1999, half of the nation’s 20 lowest income counties
were farm and ranch counties. The decline of rural communities reflects changes in agriculture;
if this decline continues for another 25 years or so, it will reach zero according to recent
estimates. Rural decline also reflects a decline in a fundamental part of American society, the
family farm. Owner operated farms and ranches are being replaced by large operations with low
wage laborers.
Research done on farm size, residency of land owners, and social conditions in rural
communities has shown that as farm size and absentee ownership increase, social conditions in
the community deteriorate. Low family incomes, high poverty, low education levels, and social

inequality have resulted from the concentration of agriculture. Yet there are bright spots in rural
communities; these areas have shown growing rates of non-farm self-employment, a trend that is
easily recognized in our own area.
In agriculture, there are opportunities to tap higher value markets. A nationwide survey
found that over half of consumers would be willing to pay a premium for food produced in a
more environmentally sound way. Another survey found that over half of consumers would pay
a premium for pork produced on small family farms. A similar trend is also seen in the demand
for beef. However, we do not currently have the marketing capability to link consumers with the
farmers and ranchers who have what they want.
The new farm bill needs to make practical changes that create opportunities in agricultural
communities while protecting the environment. We spend nearly $30 billion annually on farm
programs, but it does very little toward solving the real problems of agriculture, and in a large
sense it worsens the problem by subsidizing the monster farms that continue to absorb family
owned operations. A fundamental change is needed that will redirect federal funds to support
family farms, strengthen rural communities, and renew the ideals of fairness, stewardship, and
opportunity for all.
Some of the changes that need to be made are: 1. Return fairness to the distribution of
farm payments. Today, the bigger you farm the more money you get. This situation drives the
process of family farms being absorbed into larger operations. 2. Increase the share of food and
fiber profits that are received by producers. We have talked about this before, but the individual
farmer receives very little, and often none of the profit derived from the sale of farm
commodities to consumers. 3. Direct funds to support the transfer of farms from the older

generation of farmers to a younger generation that can carry our society forward in the decades
to come. At present, few young people are able to enter agriculture because of financial
roadblocks. 4. Level the playing field for small and medium sized producers. Any small
producer today will tell you that corporate agriculture has an unfair advantage in marketing
products to the consumer. This includes not only preferential trade among the large
corporations, but also governmental regulation that shows preference to big agriculture. Recent
examples of this are the restructuring of poultry and swine production in Mississippi. Small
producers have effectively been forced out of business. This trend could soon affect cattle,
cotton, grain, and horticultural producers.
Rural communities are the fundamental building blocks of our nation. When these
communities become weak, so does the nation. The reform of agriculture will not only affect
people who farm; it will also affect the entire country by returning us to a country of people tied
to the land which is the real source of our strength. Without this change, our prospects for the
future are uncertain.
Recent events have revealed that our world is a much more uncertain place than we had
been aware of prior to 9/11. We have a renewed awareness that a strong military is essential to
our existence; but other issues must be addressed as well. Anyone who has lived through the
more difficult times in our nation’s history will tell you that a dependable food supply is just as
important as a strong military. Somehow, we must rebuild American agriculture and with it will
come a stronger America.

